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John Wesley And Natural Philosophy

Harold G. Fox
I.

Wesley 's Attitude toward Science

In his polemically anti-religious treatment of the history of modern science, The
Scientific Intellectual, Lewis S. Feuer attributes a portion of the responsibility for the
anti-scientific bias of frontier America to "Methodist hegemony" and a negative attitude
toward science on the part of Methodism's founder, John Wesley.1 Quite apart from the
difficulties in that chain of historical reasoning, anyone who is familiar with Wesley's
biography mus t be taken aback by the attribution to him of a negative attitude toward
science, or, in the term that was used by Wesley and his contemporaries, toward natural
philosophy. Th e impor tance of Feuer's assertion vanishes with the examination of the
references cited in its support, for of the three only one has direct bearing on the
question of Wesley's attitude, and that one, Ro bert E . Schofield's Isis ar tIcle, which
furnished Feuer 's quotation from Wesley, moves cogently to a conclusion which refutes
Feuer 's. 2 There fore, it is not in order to refute Feuer that this topic is taken up again
here. Reference to Schofield's article suffices for that. Rather, by only briefly paralleling
Schofield's study and then turning to another aspect of Wesley's attitude toward science
this essay will propose that Wesley's position holds some interest for a certain portion of
contemporary theological discussion.
Schofield is not the first to attempt an assessment of Wesley's place and importance in
the history of science, but his article is a more balanced and careful treatment than the
decidedly partisan book by Frank W. Collier, ] ohn Wesley among the Scientists, in whic h
he endeavors "to let John Wesley reveal himself as an ardent disciple of the physical
scientists of his day . ,,3 Schofield and Collier are agreed that Wesley's interest in science
was considerable and that his de liberate efforts to communicate that interest to others are
of importance in the history of scientific education.
The most important single indication of Wesley's interest in and knowledge of natural
science is his publication of A Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation: or A
Compendium of Natural Philosophy , which first appeared in 1763. In it Wesley
attempted to provide as complete as possible a survey of the state of knowle dge within
natural science for the "common reade r," albeit not for the reader who is "unlearned" or
"inattentive.,,4 His stated purpose is a religious one, "to display the invisible things of
God, his power, wisdom and goodness.,,5 In short, the Survey is a work of science
popularization aimed primarily at an audience of co-religionists. The scope of this
encyclopedia, ranging as it does from history of science, through anthropology, zoology,

Published by eCommons, 1970

1
31

University of Dayton Review, Vol. 7 [1970], No. 1, Art. 4
botany, geology, astronomy, and physics, to philosophy of science, is impressive. Even
though Schofield points out some shortcomings in the Survey and states that there were
contemporary books which gave better treatments of the special branches of science
treated in the Survey, he concludes that it would be difficult to find any better
treatments of these subjects in a single work as inexpensively and as conveniently
available. 6
An example of a thoroughly practical interest and knowledge on Wesley's part is his
handbook of medical practice, Primitive Physic. Again, Schofield's more balanced
assessment may be compared to that of a partisan, A. Wesley Hill,7 who regards this
handbook as a remarkably knowledgeable, sober, and practicable medical guide for its
time. Among those cited by Hill, Wesley's attributes as a physician include an up-to-date
knowledge of the best of medical knowledge and practice , his sound sense and practical
skill, and his advanced teaching of hygiene and physiological methods of cure. 8
Schofield's assessment is less adulatory, but he, too, regards much of Wesley's advice as
advanced for his time. 9 More important for consideration here, however, is the deeply
empirical bent of Wesley, exemplified by his repeated emphasis upon those cures which
he himself had tried, or next best, which he knows to have been tried with apparent
success.
A more purely scientific work from Wesley's hand, compared with the Survey's
religious interest and the practical Primitive Physic, is The Desideratum: or Electricity
made Plain and Useful. Schofield calls this "an admirable popular account of what was
known about the subject up to the time of its publication,,,10 which was 1760. In
addition to these three works, evidence of Wesley's interest in and positive attitude
toward science may be found in the numerous entries in his Journal recounting the
scientific books he has read, the conversations he has had with scientific personalities, and
the interesting natural phenomena he has seen, in articles and extracts from science books
published in his The Arminian Magazine, and in the commendation of the study of
natural philosophy which he made to his followers in The A rm in ian Magazine, in letters,
and in sermons.
In addition, Wesley exhibited a certain clarity of in sigh t into the essential empirical
element of modern science. His own epistemology might best be called a Lockean
empiricism, with certain modifications which will be spelled out below. He quoted with
endorsement, "There is nothing in the understanding which was not first perceived by
some of the senses.,,11 He singles out for praise those ancient Greeks, Thales Milesius and
his followers, Aristotle, and Theophrastus, who excelled at observation. 12 He says of
Francis Bacon that he led the way in a diligent search into natural history "by many
experiments and observations.,,13 It was this method of observation and experimentation
which he recognized as the life-stream of the development of that stage of natural science
which then existed in England and Europe 14 and which may now be seen as the first
widespread, general blossoming of modern science.
It cannot be said that Wesley himself was a scien tist, despite the fact that Wesley'S
time was one in which such monumental scientific figures as Hales, Cavendish, and
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Priestley were amateurs,IS and despite the great interest he demonstrated. He was a
student of science, an encyclopedist of science, a popularizer of science, and he devoted
considerable time and energy to these pursuits. But he himself did not perform
experiments or independent observations as the basis for his writing on scientific subjects
(unless one chooses to designate his practice of medicine so), and so, on either his terms
or ours, we need not call him a scientist. For a man who wrote more than 200 books,
edited many publications, preached about 42,000 sermons, travelled about 5000 miles a
year on horseback, and fathered an epic religious revival and a world-wide communion of
Christians that is surely not a deprecation .

II.

Wesley's Epistemology

The most systematic statement of Wesley's epistemology may be found in his
Appendix to the Survey. As pointed out above, Wesley was an empiricist. "Our senses are
the only source of those ideas, upon which all our knowledge is founded,"16 he says to
begin the Appendix, and he quotes with approval, "Nothing is in the understanding which
was not first perceived by some of the senses. ,,17 We do not have any innate ideas,18 and
the use of the term "idea" must be restricted to "the images we have of sensible objects,
and the various alterations of them by the understanding. ,,19 While it is affirmed that we
can have no knowledge without ideas (in the sense just defined), it cannot be inferred
from that, that we cannot have knowledge beyond ideas. 2 0 Indeed, we must distinguish
among three kinds of knowledge. The first of these is the direct knowledge from the
senses. The second is also direct knowledge, but it is that from self-consciousness. This
knowledge is not mediated by sense experience, but it is never antecedent to sense
experience. The third kind of knowledge he calls "reasoning," mediate knowledge which
is arrived at through operation of the intellect. This third kind of knowledge may be of
different species of certainty.21
The first kind of certainty is that of logical demonstration, a certainty which is absolute
and compels assent. The second kind of certainty is moral certainty, which may allow
various degrees. The third kind is opinion, in Plato's sense, which is inferior to the first
two. The fourth kind is assent to testimony, which Wesley allows may be but a particular
kind of moral certainty, and which makes up the greatest part of human knowledge. 22
Not only does Wesley distinguish between the different kinds of certainty, but he goes
further to state that there is no room in either natural or revealed religion for the
certainty of demonstration. 23 On the other hand, opinion is not sufficient ground for
religious faith, for faith must rest on certain knowledge. 24 The proper ground of religious
faith is moral certainty. 2 S Religious faith consists of two aspects, first, the assent of
understanding and, second, the consent of the will. 26 We find ourselves now in a position
of difficulty. In his example of a proposition which represents the third kind of
knowledge, reasoning, of that degree of certainty, moral certainty, Wesley states that such
knowledge is appropriate to the realm of things spiritual and supernatural, "of which we
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have no idea from direct and immediate sensation, but only from analogy. ,,27 Now
Wesley has already said that analogy expresses a real correspondence between our ideas
from sense experience and spiritual things,28 but he does not indicate how this may be
so. Indeed, previously in the Appendix he has taken dead aim at the practice of
attributing to God enlarged and multiplied perfections of creatures and denounced it as
"no more than raising up an unwieldy idol of our own imagination, without any
foundation in nature.,,29 Now, if the use of analogy is not the same as this idolatrous
practice, so that the blast aimed at the one target fails to blow down the other as well, we
are left asking how analogy is derived from or related to sense experience.
Let us briefly summarize this dilemma. Wesley has affIrmed that all of man's
knowledge is dependent on sense experience. He has emphatically maintained,
furthermore, that none of the senses can reach beyond the material world to the realm of
spiritual things, both in the Appendix and elsewhere. Finally, he defines faith as that
two-fold act of the assent of the understanding to knowledge followed by the consent of
the will. How, then, is faith possible on these terms? Clearly another element is needed.
Wesley supplies this need with what is essentially the Thomistic answer, that the way to
knowledge of the spiritual world is by analogy. That is, instead of being limited to one
source of knowledge, we now have two, sense experience and analogy. However, Wesley
has taken this step without either resolving the apparent inconsistency with his empiricist
starting point or justifying the addition metaphysically as St. Thomas did by his doctrine
of the analogia en tis. It is at this point that Wesley leaves the matter, as far as the
Appendix is concerned.
The Appendix is not the final word on Wesley'S epistemological position, however, for
fragmentary descriptions in other places go beyond the position presented in the
Appendix, and there is other evidence to suggest that the epistemology from which
Wesley actually operated is the one embodied in those additional statements. The
transformation from the position of the Appendix to the enlarged position comes about
through Wesley's insistence that the range of man's experience is wider than merely that
of the physical senses. Or, perhaps it is saying the same thing to say that the
transformation came about through Wesley's redefining of the term "faith." The result is
an epistemology which cannot simply be identified with Lockean empiricism.
In these writings which contain the germ of this broader position Wesley still maintains
his empiricist starting point, "There is nothing in the understanding which was not first
perceived by some of the senses.,,30 Also, Wesley still maintains that the senses cannot
reach beyond the material world. 31 What is needed are senses which are capable of
perceiving the things of the spiritual world, the things of God. 32 But God has provided a
remedy for this defect, faith, whose "office begins where that of sense ends. ,,33 Wesley'S
favorite scripture text on the subject of faith was Hebrews 11 :1, and that is the starting
point for the way he redefmes the word . 34 Faith is "the evidence of things not seen"
(AV), but Wesley fills the word with new life and meaning by the use of a strikingly apt
analogy.
In his sermon, "The New Birth," Wesley explains that, just as an unborn child has the
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organs of sense but "very imperfect use" of his senses, so it is with man and the new
birth. Before the new birth, man's spiritual senses are "all locked up," and he is in the
same condition as if he had them not. After the new birth, his eyes are opened, he hears
the voice of God, he feels in his heart the working of the Spirit. 3 5
This analogy is taken up and expanded in "An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and
Religion." Here he defines faith in the following manner:
(faith is) ... the demonstrative evidence of things unseen ... ,the supernatural
evidence of things invisible, not perceivable by eyes of flesh , or by any of our
natural senses or faculties. Faith is that divine evidence whereby the spiritual man
discerneth God and the things of God. It is with regard to the spiritual world, what
sense is with regard to the natural. It is the spiritual sensation of every soul that is
born of God. 3 6
He can call faith the eye, the ear, the palate, and the sense of touch of the new-born
soul. 37 Why do not all men have this faith? Because it is a gift from God, and it requires
no less power to quicken a dead soul than to raise a body from the grave, and only God
can create a soul anew. 3 8 The man who has received the gift of faith is he who is re born,
the new creation in Christ, and he has had his spiritual senses unlocked so that he may
perceive the things of God.
It may be seen that Wesley has provided the elements of an epistemology which
transcends a positivism which would restrict the range of man's experience to that open
to his physical senses, on the one hand, and without adopting the Thomistic doctrine of
analogia en tis, on the other. Moreover, this epistemology seems to be the one within
which he really operated. This is shown by John S. Lawton's description of the way in
which Wesley transcended the old evidential view of miracle. 39 When Wesley was asked
for miracles to attest his doctrines he rejected the demand with the statement, "We prove
our doctrines by Scripture, and by reason, and by the conversions of men and
women. ,,40 Those who have experienced the power of the Holy Spirit "believe the
change wrought by it in the heart to be equivalent to all outward miracles. ,,41 Compare
what Wesley says of the man who has received the new birth, "He feels, is inwardly
sensible of, the graces which the Spirit of God works in his heart. ,,42 Experience is the
real testing ground. John Wesley was what we might call a Christian empiricist.

III. Evaluation and Comparison
Now that Wesley 's epistemology has been set out as it is in the preceding section, an
evaluation of his position may be made as it is highlighted by the subsequent history of
the "conflict between science and religion." Given this understanding of Wesley's
epistemology, it cannot be said that science and religious faith were two opposing forces
held in uneasy truce within the man. Nor can it be said that Wesley saw no conflict
between them simply because he lived before the conflict became manifest in history.
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Rather, one must say that for Wesley such conflict was impossible because of his faith,
because of his understanding of natural science, and, especially, because his epistemology
held ample room for both. If one were to wish for "might have been" in history one could
not help wishing that Wesley might have been on hand to speak to some of the situations
of conflict which have arisen since his day. It is more pertinent, though, to propose that
re-examination of Wesley might provide much of interest in contemporary discussions of
religious epistemology and experien tial theology.
There are obvious candidates for comparative study in the "theologies of experience"
of Schleiermacher and Herrmann in the nineteenth century, but there are more recent
works whose remarkable parallels to Wesley's epistemology merit some attention. The
fIrst of these which might be mentioned might be the undelivered and posthumously
published Gifford Lectures of John Baillie, The Sense of the Presence of God. The whole
stance of these lectures parallels Wesley's position, as the title indicates. However, a
specifIc quotation will bring this out more clearly. Baillie assails the view that the
experience which empiricism refers to is restricted to that of our bodily senses. He says,
"My contention will indeed be that we have even what can properly be called sense
experience of other things than these (i.e., things which we can see and hear and touch
and taste and smell).,,43
Another work which might be cited is Christian Faith and Natural Science by Karl
Heim. This book represents a wrestling with the problem of science and faith in the
modern world at great depth and intensity. In analogy to the conclusions of modern
physics and mathematics that an object may be thought of as existing simultaneously
within any number of "spaces" or kinds of coordinate systems, Heim introduces the
notion of the man of faith as one who exists simultaneously within polar space and
suprapolar space. By polar space Heim refers to a space which contains both the objective
world which is the subject of natural science and the space within which inter-personal
relationships between men occur. 44 By suprapolar space is meant that space wherein the
inter-personal relationship between God and man occurs. In these terms, faith is a kind of
knowledge, and faith is the condition of living consciously in suprapolar space. The
certainty of faith is given by the disclosure of suprapolar space. The parallel between this
picture and Wesley'S epistemological position is readily apparent, despite the difference of
terminology.
The fInal work which will be mentioned here is Langdon Gilkey's Naming the
Whirlwind: the Renewal of God-Language. In this work Gilkey is attempting a theology
of experience in the time following the appearance of the death-of-God theologies, as
exemplifIed in one of his chapter titles, "The Dimension of Ultimacy in Secular
Experience. ,,45 The current interest in experiential theology, which is exemplifIed by
Gilkey's work, stands at the end of a long tradition. The comparative and historical
studies which will show us how the various carriers of that tradition have grappled with
the theological problems of their times are necessary both for our own work and for
responsible assessment of their results. John Wesley needs to be considered in that
tradition, and he deserves attention in the study that must be done.
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IV. Notes
1 Op. cit., p. 352.

2 Ibid., the references are these: Robert E. Schofield, "John Wesley and Science in 18th Century
England," Isis XLIV (1953), 338; Elizabeth K. Nottingham, Methodism a'1d the Frontier. New
York: Columbia University Press, 1941; H. Richard Niebuhr. The Social Sources of
Denominationalism. New York: Meridian, 1957, p. 167. The Nottingham citations refer to the
emotionalism of the revival movement. The latter (p. 177) is, if at all of significance to Wesley's
attitude toward science, a tribute to his empiricism (cf. pp. 181-84).
3 Op. cit., Preface, p. 11.
4 Op. cit., Preface, pp. iv, v. Hereinafter, this work will be referre d to as the Survey.
5 Ibid., p. iv.
6 Schofield, op. cit., p. 337f.

7 John Wesley among the Physicians.
8 Ibid., pp. 32-33.
9 Op. cit., p. 334f.
10 Ibid., p. 335.
11 Sermon CX, "On the Discoveries of Faith," Works, vol. VII, p. 231, also, Sermon CX IIJ , "The
Difference betwee n Walking by Sight and Walking by Faith," Works, vol. VII, p. 256, cf. Survey, p.
438, an d "An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion," Works, vol. VI, p. 13.

12 Survey, Introduction, p. xii.

13 Ibid., p. xiii.
14 Ibid.

15 Hill, op . cit., p. 32.

16 Survey, Appendix, p. 438.
17 Ibid., cf. the other citations in n. 11, above.
18 Ibid., and "An Earnest Appeal ... ," Works, vol. VI, p. 13.

19 Ibid., p. 439.
20 Ibid., p. 441.
21 Ibid., pp. 448-50.

22 Ibid., pp. 450-56.
23 Ibid., p. 451.
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24 [bid., p. 454.

25 Ibid., p. 451.
26 [bid., p. 452.
27 Ibid., 1'. 451

28 Ibid., pp. 444-45 .

29 [bid., p. 441.
30 Sermon ex, Works, vol. VII, p. 232, Sermon eXIII, Works, vol. VII, p. 258, cf. "An Earnest
Appeal ... ," Works, vol. VI, p. 13.
31 Ibid., p. 232.

32 Sermon eXXlI, Works, vol. VII, p. 329, "An Earnest Appeal ... ," Works, vol. VI, p. 13.
33 Sermon ex, Works, vol. VII, p. 232.
34 It is the text for Sermon eXXII, "On Faith," and Sermon ex, "On the Discoveries of Faith," cf.
"An Earnest Appeal ... ," Works, vol. VI, p. 4.
35 Sermon XLV, Works, vol. VI, pp. 69-70.
36 Op. cit., Works, vol. VI, p. 4.

37 Ibid.
38 [bid., p. 5.
39 Miracles and Revelation, pp. 107-111.

40 [bid., p. 108, emphasis added.

41 [bid., where he quotes from Letters, vol. I, p. 234.
42 Sermon XLV, Works, vol. VI, p. 70.

43 Op. cit., p. 52, italics in the original.
44 Op. cit., pp. 150-62.

45 Op. cit., Part II, chs. 3, 4, note especially pp. 305-14.
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